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To my wonderful son-in-law,
Vincent Picciuto,
with love



One
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Gloria

I am not one of those tedious people who feel compelled to speak in smiley faces. Like: Whenever a door closes, a window opens. Of course they can never leave it at a lone, bubbly sentence. No, gush must follow: Gloria, truthfully, deep down, aren’t you thrilled it turned out this way? You know, it’s always darkest before dawn. But this . . . Oh, God, this is your moment! You get to choose which of these three darling young people is worthiest to inherit your kingdom! Isn’t it like some fairy tale come to life?

Don’t ask.

Okay, ask. Here I am, pacing from room to room to room—and I am a woman of many rooms—trying to prepare myself for the onslaught. A limo will be here any minute bringing three virtual strangers to invade my house. All right, they are my grandchildren, but I barely know them. Goldberg, Goldberg, and Goldberg. Sounds like some shtick in a Marx Brothers movie.

Except what I’m living through is no damn comedy. More like a tragedy. Not tragedy with a capital T, I admit. The fate of a company like Glory, Inc., which trucks around the South and West demonstrating how to apply false eyelashes, isn’t exactly in the same league as Oedipus, that king who put out his eyes because he slept with his mother. Talk about a classic, though I personally found the play creepy. Also, to be honest, a bit boring. Maybe if I’d gone to college I’d appreciate it on a more profound level because I’d have studied it, not just read it. Maybe not. No, definitely not. By the way, do not get the impression from the above that Glory is in the eyelash biz. That’s only a minuscule part of what we do.

But getting back to tragedy: I understand it, intellectually and personally. I know the definition: the fall of a great person because of a character flaw he or she possesses. Right? For a long time I lied, said I went to college. When I lived in the East, I said Stanford, though at the beginning I was saying Sanford until I read in the Times that John Steinbeck was a Stanford dropout which, needless to say, was humiliating. To make it worse, I couldn’t stop recalling all the times people asked me, “Where did you go to school?” I’d say, simply and slowly, “Sanford.” They must have known. When I moved west, I switched to University of Pennsylvania. No one ever came back with, Yeah, sure. Because I’m so self-educated, I can pass as practically erudite. Well, if I get the name of the college right.

So, no capital T tragedy. Not that I’m claiming greatness for myself, but don’t I qualify as a sort of tragic heroine anyway? Wasn’t it a flaw in my character that caused the corporate cataclysm that led me here, pacing, then eying my watch, followed by a glance up at the TV’s closed-circuit channel with its shot of the secured entrance to Los Ranchos Verdes Estates? The only vehicle that’s come through during the twenty minutes I’ve been watching was a tan van, its windows obscured by road dust. DESERT FLOWER AIR-CONDITIONING painted along the van’s side panel was so faded the entire van almost blended into the air, all shimmery at the edges, like a mirage.

What if one of them is utterly dreadful? Forget something blatant, like rank body odor or an uncontrollable need to detail a friend’s transgender surgery in a loud voice in a restaurant. What if one of them is disgusting in a small way? Half-moons of that blackish-green dirt under fingernails. I’ve never been able to bear thinking about it long enough to figure out how the green gets there. Or instead of holding flatware properly, they clench knife and fork in fists and saw away at a piece of meat until you hear the scream of bone china getting cut by the knife. The boy could leave urine sprinkles on the underside of the toilet seat for the help to clean. One of the girls might have inch-long fake nails painted with tiger stripes.

I detest waiting. I act. I do not get acted upon. Instead of being five miles down the road at my office at Glory, Inc. doing what I always do on Thursday afternoons (checking inventory spreadsheets and confirming with the L.A. stylists what is and is not selling, accessorieswise), I am stuck at home waiting for the arrival of the three lamebrains I barely know. My three grandchildren. Fine, they’re all theoretically smart. I mean good colleges. All gainfully employed, no mean feat nowadays, in respectable starter jobs.

The boy is with the New York Mets. Public relations. The Puerto Rican is a lawyer at Legal Aid in Manhattan. The other girl is number two at the New York office of Paramount which, for all I know, only has two people. But at least they’ve got respectable CVs.

Still, such a profound dread has been pressing down on my skull that I had to gag down two Excedrin. I hate pills. I exercise daily and I’m not on any serious medication except an asthma inhaler, and that’s only once in a blue moon. But who wouldn’t have a headache under these circumstances? I fear that once I exchange about four or five sentences with any of the three, I’ll discover he or she naïve in a unique and hopeless way—and therefore incapable of running a business like Glory that netted eleven million last year. Eleven.

I’ll know soon enough. But though my headache has eased, I feel a little nauseated. The way one does after Belgian waffles. Except all I had for breakfast was two forkfuls of an egg-white frittata. Well, who wouldn’t feel queasy? I’m going to have to choose one of those Goldbergs. But as I wait, I keep returning to the moment when not-Oedipus-but-nonetheless-an-important figure, i.e., me, plummeted from a great height due to her Tragic Flaw.

•  •  •

Five months ago, I was in my office, a huge square room with French doors at the far end that provided a panorama of the Sangre de Cristo Mountains southeast of Santa Fe. Visitors would gasp, Oh, my God! Whether in sunshine, or in the gray of clouds, made blurry by sand on a windy day, they were always wondrous. When I sat at my desk, however, that heart-bursting sight was behind me. The mountains and the vast sky. Herewith: Gloria Garrison’s Law of Commerce 437: Do not get besotted by nature during business hours. Still, beauty is my business. I needed to look at something nonugly. So my office must not only please clients and colleagues, but it also must rise to the Gloria Garrison taste level. If that makes me sound like an egomaniac, I’m not. I simply know that if something is visually jarring or inadequate, it reflects badly on Glory.

Anyhow, because beauty that’s too familiar loses its punch, the room itself had rotated through the color wheel each time I redecorated. Naturally, I’d had my all-white period, which made everything flawless until one day I walked in and it hit me: This is what evangelicals expect God’s office to look like. Pure and boring. Soon after Goodwill removed the white flokati rug and the rest of God’s furniture, a mostly blue Persian rug moved in, though for the life of me I can’t remember what came with it. Next was the predictable Southwest routine (sage and beige with pops of paled-out orange), then Mexican with stuccoed walls and blue-tiled gas fireplace, followed by Bauhausy, in which the loudest color was tan.

Currently, my office walls are a sky blue I still haven’t tired of: such a clean color. Whenever I more than glance at those Venetian plastered walls, when I really take in the luminosity of their hue, my soul feels cleansed—that sensation of inner peace you get when you’re just out of a shower with a quality Castile soap. The latest redo had been primarily the blue paint job and reupholstery. I kept most of the furniture from my Bauhaus period. Why get new? You come to a certain age and you comprehend the adage “You can’t take it with you” on the deepest level, which is somewhere between annoying and gut-wrenching. Well, someone—I think Jack Benny—was quoted as saying, “If I can’t take it with me, I won’t go.” Amusing, gutsy . . . except he went. You ask yourself, Why buy an eighteenth-century Russian tole tray table even if I madly covet it? I wish, like the ancient Egyptians, I could believe that the furniture I brought into my pyramid would be with me for eternity. Swedish farmhouse-style would wear well. But no pyramid for me. Because there is only nothing to look forward to.

Anyway, my most recent office renovation: As an antidote to the simplicity of the Bauhaus, I did throw in a lot of yellow accessories. Keith remarked that with all that yellow along with the blue walls, I could open my own Swedish consulate.

All right, let me deal with it. With him. Keith Thompson. Until that time five months ago, he was my heir apparent as well as my dearest friend. True, not my heir according to my will, but who knew? Minds change. It could have happened. What was definite, or so I thought, was that one day he would be the owner of Glory, Inc. I was happy, happy to let him buy me out at a nongouging, below-market price. And he wouldn’t have had to wait until I kicked the bucket to take over. It would have been his just two years after the earn-out period.

Keith had been working for me for seventeen years, and still, whenever I pictured him, my mind’s eye saw him at our first interview. In those days, he’d been so stunning you could almost hear people warning themselves, Don’t stare! Just act natural. Not that he’d completely lost his handsomeness over the years. His dark gold hair, now streaked with silver, remained thick and so silky you had to fight the urge to touch it. He’d never developed that middle-aged cordy neck or a jaw compromised by a second or third chin. His azure eyes (very much like the blue color on my walls) shone with such a clear light they mellowed his iron-jawed cowboy looks with a touch of poet.

But nowadays, up close, Keith came across far older than he actually was. He looked more Medicare Man than his real age, forty-eight. Shocking, the change in him. The sharp angles of his cheeks had flattened out about five years earlier, around the time he’d switched from tequila shots to frozen margaritas, as if the overload of glucose was dissolving the calcium in his bones. Overnight, his once-bronzed, supple skin had aged. If I’d touched it, it would have felt like leather from a dried-out riding boot. However, in the seconds before my Tragic Moment, his cracked, brownish visage took on a glow again. Unfortunately, his face was afire with rage.

“Don’t you have one single ounce of decency?” he was roaring at me, though I wasn’t paying as much attention to his words. Maybe I should have. I was too transfixed by his nearness, and it had nothing to do with his being a beautiful man. What good would that have done me? No, it was because tiny explosions of saliva were erupting from his dry lips. I could see every droplet of his spit lit up by the noontime Santa Fe glare. That’s how close he was leaning in to me. His hands were braced on the edge of my desk. His chin was directly above my cup of paper clips. If he tilted in even one half inch more, his next spritz could wind up in my iced tea.

“Did anyone ever have the guts to tell you, Gloria, that you’re an evil person and a complete piece of shit?”

“Of course. Though never in a single sentence.” I admit it: I was overly fond of the sound of my own words, especially when listening to myself saying something cruelly clever. I wasn’t born with a captivating voice. It was still a work in progress. I often listened to myself, which was helpful, but it sometimes made me miss parts of other people’s conversation.

A thousand years earlier, when I was modeling in New York, one of the other girls, Ramona, had advised me, “You could use a little work in the elocution department, Gloria. You’ve got that—I don’t know—Midwest accent and it sort of makes you sound a little like Tilly the Toiler on the Ford assembly line. I’m saying this as a friend. Between you and I, if you want to hook a rich guy, they want to believe you’re the refined type, like you’re a deb modeling for the fun of it. So . . . here’s a quick trick. Make believe you’re Princess Elizabeth when you talk. But also, pitch your voice as low as it will go. Remember: Low is lovely. Except, listen: Don’t try for the British accent. Not to worry. If you’re doing a good princess impersonation, whatever you say will come out classy.” (Another girl came over to me later and murmured, “Gloria, darling, listen to me. The word ‘classy’ is déclassé, just like Ramona. Never use it.”) Over the years, I’d dropped the princess bit. Anyway, soon after Elizabeth became queen she turned dumpy. So I’d created my own personal ideal, which was a kind of female heterosexual Noël Coward. Okay, admittedly I wasn’t such great shakes in the wit department.

“‘Evil person.’” I repeated what Keith had said. “‘Piece of shit.’ How piquant.”

I waited for his customary unwilling smile—You’re a bitch and I’m furious beyond belief but hell you are amusing. Whenever he did that, one side of his upper lip, with its lush brush of a mustache, would rise despite his cheek muscle’s valiant attempt to suppress it. Except it didn’t happen this time.

“Look at you,” Keith kept going, “sitting there like that! An egomaniacal, infantile . . .” He gulped. Using two big words, so close together, wore him out. He stopped to take a deep breath. He’d been playing monosyllabic Western macho man for so many years that despite his intelligence, his vocabulary was shot to hell. Then he swallowed once, twice, and bellowed, “You’re a dribbling old lady who’s got to wear a bib. An XXL bib.”

“It’s not a bib, you ass. And you know it!” I shot back, though making sure to maintain my mellifluous voice. His “old lady” was an attempt to thrust a knife in my heart. I certainly wasn’t going to cooperate and, metaphorically, drop dead.

“Not a bib?” No drip, drip of sarcasm: a torrent of mockery. “Then what is that thing around your neck?”

It’s a goddamn insurance policy, I wanted to scream at him—the “old lady” bit had been a surprise, a smack in the face. As for the so-called bib, I was founder and CEO of a beauty and fashion business. So? Could a CEO of such an enterprise go to her next appointment, a meeting with her banker, with a blob of encrusted chicken salad on her white silk blouse? Could she jeopardize the next meeting on her calendar—an interview with a reporter from the Northwest Arkansas Times—with Coke Zero dribble stains on the teeny knots between her eighteen-millimeter pearls?

Absurd. Which was why I always wore protection when I ate at my desk. Not a bib, not some plastic monstrosity stamped with SPIT HAPPENS. No, the high-priced expanse of white linen tucked into my neckline was a genuine antique, a nineteenth-century damask napkin. The New Orleans linen dealer had told me he believed the dozen “serviettes” I was considering came from a French château that had belonged to a distinguished Huguenot family. The guy made a point of enunciating Huguenot as “oo-gay-no,” practically panting with anticipation for me to show some sign I wasn’t comprehending what he’d just said, but of course I was.

“Can I ask you something?” Keith stepped back and crossed his arms over his extravagantly toned pecs. If he truly believed that working out for an hour and a half every day to maintain a thirty-five-year-old physique was going to make all cute young guys decide, With a body like that, who cares if his face looks like it’s made from hundred-year-old crocodile skin? he was delusional.

Not that Keith was currently in the market for cute young things, I had to admit. His lover/partner of almost twenty years was stretched out on a bed in the ICU at St. Vincent’s Hospital with only a ventilator holding off Death. That’s what was making Keith scream at me.

Not the fact that Billy was dying in a room that, without a doubt, stank from disinfectant and Keith was ultrasensitive to smells. And not that Billy was probably hooked up to beeping monitors with ever-changing green numbers. Even if a miracle occurred and he survived, the from-out-of-nowhere stroke that had hit him had done such damage that his brain would be about as useful as last week’s scrambled eggs—and all this had happened three and a half weeks before Billy’s fortieth. Keith and I had been planning the celebration for months. Not a surprise party. Except it would be. Billy would think it was a small birthday dinner chez Glo, as he called my house, and that the big occasion would come the following week. Except he’d walk in to a thousand candles lighting up a hundred fifty of his nearest and dearest. Surprise! Except the surprise came a month too soon, and it was no party.

But what had turned Keith crimson with fury at me was not random rage at the unfairness of life. It was me: I have to acknowledge that. What got him was that I had not gone to the hospital. And this was after Keith told me for probably the tenth time, “Gloria, you’re like family to Billy and me.” Plus there had been at least five repetitions of “Billy always said, ‘Gloria is my big sister.’” At one point he asked, “Let me be blunt. Do you have some major issue about—I don’t know—hospitals or strokes?” And just in case I didn’t get the hint, not ten minutes earlier Keith had come right out and said, “You know, I put you on the list for the ICU. You can go whenever. Every hour on the half hour, day or night. They only let you stay ten minutes, but . . .”

And then, Tragic Flaw time. Instead of sucking it up and telling myself that sometimes, for the sake of business and/or friendship, you’ve got to make sacrifices, or pretend to be a caring human being, I was honest. Not at first, though. I dropped my voice as low as it could go, which wasn’t so hard when you haven’t manufactured a drop of estrogen in over thirty years. It could barely be heard: “I have to tell you the truth, Keith. I know you’ll think I’m an awful person. But the truth is, I don’t think I can bear to see Billy that way.”

“That’s such bullshit! Come on, Ms. Profile in Courage, you goddamn hypocrite. Say what you mean.”

So you don’t have to waste time reading between the lines, let me be up front about what my Tragic Flaw is. It is losing control and saying what I truly think. And the worst part of it is, I know how dangerous and potentially destructive honesty can be for me. I thought I’d learned not to let anyone goad me into candor. Except the double whammy of seeing Keith with tears of grief in his eyes, as if Billy were already dead, along with the rise of his upper lip, like he was so repulsed by my selfishness that he was going to vomit, was too great a goad.

I reached into my desk drawer and grabbed my pen. Despite what Keith insisted later, I wasn’t brushing him off and going back to work on the spreadsheets. The pen was just a handy object, and I needed something to squeeze in my clenched fist because I was in a pitched battle fighting myself to keep the truth from erupting. I tried with everything I had to subdue my worst self. I couldn’t do it.

“He asked for you, for Christ’s sake!” Keith said.

“He didn’t ask for me,” I told him quite calmly. “You know that and I know that. You were the one who told me: He’s lost his power of speech.”

“Not totally. I’m telling you! He looked at me and said . . .” Keith made a repulsive sound, a mix of gulp and hard g. “It was him asking, ‘Where is Gloria? Why isn’t she here?’”

I said, “Keith, you’re projecting what you want to hear. ‘Guh’ could mean, ‘Get me out of here!’ or ‘God help me!’ Most likely it’s an involuntary sound. I don’t know and neither do you. In any case, the bottom line is this: There’s no way I can be in the same room with someone who is on the verge of dying. Okay? I wish I were a better person, but I’m not. I don’t want to risk seeing anyone who’s actually dead. I don’t go to funerals. And it’s not because I’m in the older range, agewise. I’ve always been this way.” Then I kept babbling on, which I shouldn’t have: “God knows why. Most of the time, I pretend I have food poisoning. Except that excuse doesn’t work when someone has a second death in the family. Then I make believe I have a death in my own family and have to fly out to that funeral. And you know what else gets to me? I’m all for interfaith blah-blah-blah, but the worst thing the Christians ever did to the Jews was to get friendly with them. Now you have to go to their funerals and see their embalmed mothers or husbands with freakish makeup jobs in an open casket. So okay? I hate death. Comas are almost as bad. I can’t look at Billy on a ventilator.”

“Goddamn it! He asked for you! I know what I heard.”

“If you think he really can comprehend, then explain to him, ‘Gloria just can’t handle this, Billy. But she sends you all her love. You’re in her heart.’”



Two
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Matt

Something about my grandmother, Gloria Garrison, was unnatural, besides her obvious distaste for her grandchildren. It wasn’t like she had ten or twenty of us. Just three, and I was the only guy. Okay, she hadn’t seen me, my sister, or my cousin in years, since Raquel was a kid and Daisy and I were in our teens, and I hadn’t expected her to surprise us at the airport with a WELCOME TO NEW MEXICO, GOLDBERGS!!! sign and hugs. But a couple of degrees more warmth wouldn’t have hurt. Her assistant’s e-mail said, “A town car will meet you outside baggage claim and bring you directly to Ms. Garrison’s home.”

So we drove for about an hour from the airport in Albuquerque past a lot of desert. Not all sand, like the Sahara: lots of brown covered in areas by thin blankets of pale green. The dry, stunted trees made me feel thirsty. At one point Raquel said, “Look! Horses!” There they were, grazing on the pale green stuff, grown horses and baby ones, too. Even I went “Aaaah” at their cuteness. The driver told us they were wild herds descended from the conquistadors. I sensed my sister on the verge of saying, You mean from the conquistadors’ horses, but thank God she had the sense to keep her mouth shut.

Finally the driver said, “This is it.” Actually it wasn’t, because we still had to get past the electronic barrier of Gloria Garrison’s gated community. “Gated” may conjure up a bunch of look-alike town houses. This seemed more of a really rich neighborhood with over-the-top security. The couple of places we could see from out behind the barrier were more like mansions than houses. The driver opened his window and punched in a code, and the double metal bar rose to let the car through.

“Does everyone who comes here have the code?” I asked the driver.

“You get a new code each time,” he said as he drove in, his eyes fixed on the raised bar as if he was scared it might crash down onto the car’s roof.

We kept bearing right for so long I figured the road must be a spiral. Each property we went by had so much land that the huge houses were hardly visible from the road.

“Do you know how much land these houses have?” I asked the driver.

“Here? I think a minimum of ten acres.”

“I bet if you lived here, you’d probably want to drive to your next-door neighbor’s for a barbecue.”

“There’s the distance,” he said. “Also to avoid rattlesnakes.”

I was sitting up front. When I looked behind me, I could see from the weird look in my sister’s eyes—staring back into herself—that it was brought on by more than snake talk. Going up on a spiral road was making her carsick. As a kid, Daisy could always be counted on to moan, “Daddy, stop the car! Now!”

Fortunately, a second later, the driver pulled in front of a pair of ironwork gates decorated with a sun design and 63 Calle del Halcón in script. The gates were set into a seven- or eight-foot-high wall built from brownish-pink stuff. It seemed to surround the entire property. Trust me: That’s a lot of wall.

And a lot of house, made from the same stuff as the wall. Daisy, our cousin Raquel, and I began with the Wows and OMGs but stopped almost instantly because—Bing! Bing! Bing!—it hit each of us how uncool we were sounding in front of the driver.

He lowered his window and pressed a button on a metal box like you see in movies and TV shows but not in life. A woman’s voice came back, “Yes?”

“It’s . . .” He paused too long, like he was worried the box would be pissed to learn who it was. “Buena Vista Limo.”

“Like she needs an announcement of who’s coming to see her,” my sister whispered to my cousin, loud enough for me and no doubt the driver to hear.

Raquel’s eyes were fixed on the gates, its sun with wavy rays and 63 Calle del Halcón all in the kind of iron that isn’t rusty but looks like it’s been around since the 1600s. She leaned forward. “Do you know what halcón means?” she asked me. Raquel was probably born to be the lawyer she became. Not only did she enjoy arguing, which she called debating, but she’d also been born with a great courtroom voice—the richest tone imaginable. If she were a piano, she’d be one of those two-hundred-thousand-dollar jobs in Carnegie Hall. Add to that resonance a touch of huskiness that was mostly sexy but also hinted at a secret life or dark past, which I doubted she had.

However, her voice was spellbinding. When I was fifteen and she was thirteen, I heard only the husky part of it, and I wound up with a two-year crush on her. Just the thought of our family Passover, when I knew I’d definitely see her, made my heart play a driving drumbeat in my chest. “Halcón.” She repeated it with exaggerated slowness and precision, like a teacher giving a dictado in Spanish class. That was Raquel: a voice like a goddess, a pain in the ass personality like Lucy in Peanuts.

I’m told, by everyone except Raquel, that I speak fairly decent Spanish. But my cousin had a habit of asking me if I knew some obscure word—alcachofa or secadora—as if to show me I don’t really know the language. “I don’t have a clue,” I told her.

“It means falcon,” Raquel said. The gates unlocked electronically and opened inward, the sun splitting in half.

I said “uh-huh,” which felt better than Oh, I didn’t know that. Daisy didn’t have to say anything because she took French.

Raquel’s arms were crossed and the side of her mouth was curled into what looked like a smirk. What’s the deal with “falcon” that makes it smirkworthy? I hated not being in on any joke. Finally I realized a falcon was a predator: It flies off with a bird or small animal in its claws. So that made our grandmother the winged killer and . . . what? We were the prey in her claws? By the time I figured it out, we had driven up a long dirt road. The town car circled a stone driveway around a fountain that was plunked in front of an enormous house with a flat but slightly uneven surface. My mother, an interior designer, would have a better name than pinkish-brown to describe the color: more like bisque or rosado de sud. She would mock its size and say “sooo excessive,” but part of her would be awed just thinking of how much the house could sell for, even in a depressed market. Another part would be tormented by its gargantuan perfection. She hates my grandmother and it would kill her to see her living like the empress of the Southwest.

The house was megahuge. It made me feel like I’d been sucked into one of the movies Daisy used to make me watch when she babysat me, Honey, I Shrunk the Kids. Most people’s jaws would drop, and then they’d say “beautiful.” I found the place stupidly oversized—like triple the square footage of a baseball diamond. Not the land it was on: the house itself.

I assumed because the house was in New Mexico, it wasn’t made of stucco; at least it didn’t have any of those stucco bumps that look like a dermatological problem. Or maybe adobe is bumpless stucco. Anyway, the word “adobe” always bothered me. It sounded not at all like what you’d use for construction and more like a sauce for a burrito at Taco Bell. So the roof was flat, with round projections of dark logs just underneath that stuck out from the tops of the walls. Cool. The whole huge thing was beautifully designed, with soft corners instead of hard right angles: a Native American pueblo house for Anglo one-percenters. But all this as a residence for one person? Insane. Inappropriate. In fact, I wouldn’t have been surprised to see a discreet sign in front: HACIENDA EL TORAH A REFORM CONGREGATION.

The tall wood front door opened, and suddenly there she was, Gloria Garrison, stepping out onto her . . . I think it’s called a portico, the outside area with an overhang above. She stood shaded by the portico while the driver lifted our carry-ons out of the trunk. As he did, I glanced over at Daisy, who was already eying me with a desperate and disbelieving What-the-fuck?-She’s-not-putting-us-up-at-a-hotel?! expression. Then we looked up at our grandmother. She was immobile, like someone had rolled out a department store mannequin—the Elder Chic model—from the designer clothes floor.

So she was old. I didn’t expect her to race down the steps crying, Let me take those suitcases! Considering her past behavior toward my parents and Raquel’s mother and her indifference to all three of her grandchildren, she definitely wasn’t going to gather us into a hug. But did she have to stand there, totally motionless and without expression, like she had stepped out of The Art of Taxidermy?

What made this weird reunion doubly uncomfortable was that none of us three had a clue as to why she had wanted to meet us, had paid for tickets, and had summoned us to Santa Fe. For sure, fourteen years earlier, the last time I remembered that she’d seen any of us, she hadn’t exactly glowed with delight at being in our company. And now? Did she realize that Daisy was scared of her? That Raquel detested her and probably had shown up only in the hope that—what?—she could observe such heinous behavior she’d never again have to feel a second’s guilt about despising her? Even Jesus would say, Feh, this woman is hateful! And that I was uneasy—not about hanging with Granny but that I feared disappointing my father by having his mother find me as mediocre as she found him. He’d called the night before and told me, “There’s nothing to be nervous about, Matty. Even she won’t be able to resist liking you. Everybody does, kiddo.” His pep talk sounded less like reassurance and more like a prayer.

So far—and it had been at least half a harrowing minute—my grandmother’s eyes remained on the driver. She hadn’t even glanced our way. Wasn’t she dying of curiosity?

Meanwhile, as if we’d rehearsed a routine, the three of us waited for the driver to put all our carry-ons on the stone driveway. Then, in unison, we lifted them. Right foot first, we climbed onto the first step. The step itself was so deep it formed a miniterrace. You could hold a cocktail party on it for twenty-five people. We weren’t sure whether to move up to the next step where our grandmother was standing. If we hadn’t been within hearing distance, Daisy would have been muttering to me, What are we supposed to do? Stand here till one of us drops dead from dehydration?

Finally, my grandmother descended the one step to greet us. She managed three quick air kisses, her cheek not quite coming into contact with any of ours. Then she said our names: “Daisy,” “Raquel,” which she trilled with an entirely unnecessary Spanish r, just in case Raquel Goldberg forgot she was half Latina. When she got to me, all she could come up with was something like “Muh,” like she couldn’t remember if it was Michael or Mark or . . . Then she got it. “Matthew.”

Gloria Garrison looked like what she was, an elderly, successful businesswoman. Her hair pinned up on her head wasn’t gray but silver with streaks of other metal colors. Expensive hair. And the way it was twisted into a big knot thing seemed too expertly casual to be a do-it-yourself job. As for her clothes: obviously no Century Village mint-green walking shorts and flowered shirt. She wore loose pants that were silvery like her hair and a white sweater with one of those big necks that are droopy on purpose. The fashionably baggy clothes thin women wear. So not the conventional grandma. No cookies would come out of her oven.

For someone her age, she was tall; I’m six feet, so she must have been five seven or so. While most of her contemporaries were morphing into wrinkly Munchkins, she stood the kind of straight that made you suspect she’d been spending all her free time balancing a book on her head. Her face was whatever the equivalent of “pretty” would be if applied to an old lady. (In Politically Correct World, I’d be forced to say, “She’s pretty.” But the truth is, no one pushing eighty is truly pretty. The best you can muster is that she used to be. In fact, most people that age are starting to bear a resemblance to those hundred-year-old tortoises you see in pictures of Galápagos. Not her.)

But anyway, my grandmother, who’d once been a model for a fashion house in the Garment Center, Solange de Paris, was as pretty as seventy-nine gets. Besides the good posture business, she was still model slender. Also, even up close, her ivory, pinkish, and peachy skin was weirdly flawless. Her complexion looked as if it had been applied by a genius paint sprayer—the guy who would put the final finish on a Lamborghini right before it left the factory in Sant’Agata. The four of us stood there on the second step under the portico, the three of us arrayed before our grandmother like we were about to start some line dance—the Goldberg. Except we remained frozen. Finally, Gloria Garrison spoke: “Welcome to my home.”

Raquel waited longer than Daisy and I did for the smile that would ordinarily follow that sort of line, except my grandmother didn’t offer it. So my cousin’s “Thank you” to the welcome followed ours by a full second.

“Come in,” my grandmother said as she turned and walked inside. My sister and cousin were lucky that the front door was wide because they were both clearly dying to get a look at the place. They raced in at the same instant. It’s not that either of them was big. My sister’s old-fashioned curvy, like one of those 1950s actresses who looked like they lived a life devoted to not exercising. Raquel had a great body except in miniature. A little over five feet and everything was correspondingly small. Still, two women with overstuffed carry-ons can cut a wide swath. There could have been a major collision, so I held back. As far as I was concerned, Gloria Garrison’s “Come in” was about as enticing as the witch’s invitation to Hansel and Gretel. Only when my grandmother’s body language signaled that she was preparing to close the door, Matt or no Matt, did I go inside.

I stood between Daisy and Raquel in the entrance hall. My sister was trying to be subtle about memorizing details of the house for our interior-designer mother, so she casually checked out the ceiling—all wood with heavy wood beams. Everything in the house was oversized, like it had been built for the Knicks. The mile-high ceiling of repeating chevrons of dark wood strips held up by giant log beams: cool. Huge spaces. Raquel was looking past our grandmother to a massive table in the rear of the room that held a humongous clay vase filled with an entire Garden of Eden of white flowers. Raquel’s expression might have come off as cool to a stranger, but having known her all her life, I knew she was suppressing something between shock and awe.

To make it totally clear, none of us wanted to be in Santa Fe. Daisy had conferenced Raquel and me twice, and the conversation was like, “If you think I’m going to New Mexico to see that bitch . . .” to “I will not be manipulated . . .” with all of us saying the same lines in different ways. But in the end, none of us could tell dear Granny to fuck off. Call it courtesy. Call it fear. Call it rampant curiosity. Call it pleasing our parents.

Hold on a second.

I need to apologize about what I said before, about old people and tortoises and comparing my grandmother’s welcome to that cannibalistic Hansel and Gretel witch. I was harsh. But understand: Each thought of her came in the context of a five-volume set titled A Complete History of the Goldbergs. Gloria Garrison, of course, was once Gloria Goldberg. In fact, she’s a double G—Gloria Goldberg Goldberg Garrison. Born Gloria Goldberg in Cincinnati. Then she moved to New York where she met and married my grandfather, Joe Goldberg. She met him when she was modeling. He owned a Garment Center trucking business. She became Garrison only years later, after she stole his last two trucks and ran out on him.



Three

[image: Images]

Daisy

I should have hit the ladies’ room when the plane landed in Albuquerque, but I got preoccupied thinking about the visit to Gloria Garrison’s, and also whether I’d actually packed my T-shirts or left them on my bed in a Ziploc. So I didn’t realize I had an insane need to pee until the town car sped out the airport exit.

“Is there a bathroom I could use?” I asked, a mere hundred minutes later. I was desperate—like those drecky Gotta go! Gotta go! incontinence commercials.

“Yes,” my grandmother said. A clipped yes. British aristocrat. Not in terms of accent but in condescension to the lower classes, in this case, her grandchildren. Very Maggie Smith in Downton Abbey. My grandmother’s “yes” implied she was slightly repulsed, though not surprised, that I didn’t have better bladder control.

The entrance foyer was vast. I could only pray she wouldn’t press some panel in the wall to reveal a sink and toilet. They’d all be standing there, unwilling eavesdroppers, listening to me pee. I could tell that my brother, despite an attempt at nonchalance—a little slouching, a little putting his hands in his pockets—wasn’t exactly relaxed about the visit. I was afraid he’d revert to his ten-year-old self and go Psssss for the next three days.

“Down that hallway, Daisy.” She pointed. “First door on the left.”

“Thanks,” I said brightly. I actually say most things brightly. And except for my brother Matty and my best friend since fourth grade, Karen Bonheim, just about everyone thinks I am bright—in the sense of lively. A few would put their money on brash, since I look more like the zaftig, lovable best friend than adorable ingénue. But my job as Paramount’s East Coast story editor requires excessive enthusiasm. First I have to charm New York editors into giving me the earliest possible version of a novel, or even a magazine article with a strong narrative. Then I need to decide whether it is material one of the producers affiliated with the studio can use. Since it’s easier for them to say no than yes, I naturally have to charm them, too, on behalf of the book—sometimes just to get them to read it or at least have one of their interns skim my coverage.

If I wasn’t bringing in good material, I wouldn’t be much use to Paramount. So it was sparkle, sparkle eighteen hours a day, which permanently turns my seventy-five-watt personality into a klieg light. That’s not to say I am so vibrant I could have my own half hour on NPR, Garrulous Goldberg and Company. And no quality I possessed could make me so delightful that gatekeepers at clubs in the meatpacking district would say, Daisy, it’s so dead tonight. You gotta javanate it. But at work, if I’m not enchanting, I’m at least energetic and pleasant. No one in the film business would think of me as beige.

Speaking of beige, the hallway she sent me down was just that color. Tasteful. You think beige is always beige, but some luxe magic happens when it’s on the walls of rich people’s houses that doesn’t happen in the post office. Also, the entire length of the corridor glowed from a lighting system discreetly hidden from view. A softly pungent but sweet smell suffused the space; it was like some dried flower, maybe eucalyptus or its desert equivalent, though for all I knew eucalyptus could have been the state flower of New Mexico. Anyway, as I walked into the hallway, I heard my grandmother telling Matty and Raquel, “We can wait for Daisy in the blah-blah-blah.” Probably some unnecessary room with a real estate name.

The walls were painted with so many coats they looked like the hide of a very expensive animal. There was no art hanging, certainly no family photographs. My mother would have snorted, You cannot call a failure of imagination “stark simplicity” and get away with it.

I kept going. Ten feet—or yards—down the hall, I still hadn’t found the bathroom. But I did spot decoration. It was set into a recess, the sort of concavity in which you’d find a Russian Orthodox icon: a framed photo.

It must have been from the ’70s or early ’80s. The huge truck seemed to be from that era, one of those built on a slant to denote forward movement and modernity—more rhombus than rectangle. The logo was different from the red-lettered one my dad had described to me. GLORY, INC. was painted in ombré rainbow letters, one color leading into the next in the spectrum against a pale blue background. A rainbow arced from the O in Glory down to beneath the period after Inc. Instead of a pot of gold at the end, there was the silhouetted profile of a woman in a deep blue. It felt just right; if I were a shadow, I’d rather be the color of midnight than of ink. The truck stood in an Edward Hopper–ish gas station . . . assuming Hopper had gotten Zoloft and good talk therapy. The contrast between the late-twentieth-century truck and old-fashioned background hit the right note: aesthetically aware and modern but with solid all-American values.

Gloria stood right on the step to the driver’s seat, looking the way every woman would want to look in middle age. Slim, fit, and fabulous. One foot (in those tight, nearly knee-high boots they wore then) was stuck out in the air, as if the photographer was hoping to convey a sense of action: She’ll open the door and swing up her leg. Except it came across as posed.

But she looked really comfortable in her body—and chic in a then-fashionable just-above-the-knee skirt. A Venetian gondolier striped T, tucked in tight, showed off her model’s long torso and small waist. Her shoulder-length light brown hair was blown prettily to one side by either a gentle breeze or wind machine. She was waving joyously, as in, Bye! I’m off on my long-haul route!

I really had to pee. If I sneezed before I found the bathroom . . . I rushed on.

The bathroom had the same type of soft illumination as the hallway. I guessed the idea was just enough light to be flattering to all who looked at themselves, an act you couldn’t really avoid since the walls and ceiling were made of those golden, smoky mirrors you see in the bars of hotels. Except who really wants to be flattered by her dim mirror image perched on the pot? Being faced with my murky likenesses from many different angles, none of which was a boon to my thighs, I felt compelled to sit up taller and rest my hands in some nonawkward position above my knees. An instant of paranoia—one of these walls is actually a two-way mirror—whipped through my head.

Worse, the second I turned the lock on the bathroom door, some muffled fan started up. That sounds like a good idea for a windowless room with a toilet, except this system drew in cold air. Within seconds I was freezing.

Back to my personality. At age fifteen, while people were already thinking, pleasant, seventy-five-watt Daisy, I was actually experiencing a certain awkwardness. (Note: That awkward stage began when I was eleven. Now that I’m twenty-nine, it continues, though blessedly it’s no longer accompanied by the two zits that migrated around my face for almost a decade and a half.) Anyway, fifteen and awkward was the last time I saw Gloria Garrison.

My main memory of that encounter is one of the billion varieties of agony everyone invariably experiences during adolescence. That day, it was, What should I call my grandmother? She’d come to Long Island for Matty’s bar mitzvah. There she was, in the lobby of Temple Beth Israel. Her suit was white. She was wearing pearls the size of pterodactyl eggs. She looked flawless and pure, a vestal virgin emeritus. Or emerita.

Taking my hand between hers, she’d said, “Daisy, you’re a young lady now.” Her skin was so silken that even with the manicure my mother had treated me to I was positive she must be thinking, Blech, disgustingly dry hands!

Naturally I was tongue-tied. Not that she was waiting for a response. Her eyes locked onto mine for just an instant, but then she dropped my hand and began scoping the lobby. No doubt, besides the repulsion, she found me profoundly uninteresting. No doubt, too, that she was probably grossed out by Pimple #1. (On that day, it was located between my eyebrows, directly above my nose, an out-sized pale pink pustule that had compacted to rock hardness after two days of witch hazel and Murad. My friend Karen had warned me, “If you make a pimple the center of your universe, it’s going to be, like, a supernova,” and it was. My mom had it airbrushed out of the photo album.)

I mumbled, “Thank you,” before I realized that Gloria Garrison’s calling me “a young lady” was not necessarily a compliment. How could I have been so gauche as to have thanked her for what was probably a neutral observation? But by that time her attention was elsewhere, her dark eyes busy scanning the other two hundred guests.

I figured I had to say something to her in order not to be written off as a total loser, but the gem I came up with, How was your trip to New York? never emerged because I didn’t know whether to add on Grandma, Grandma Gloria, Gloria, or Ms. Garrison. Later, way too late, at the moment her ex, Grandpa Joe, stood before the mike and made the blessing over a challah the size of Tel Aviv, I realized that I could simply have asked How was your trip? and not have called her anything.

So . . . after the above diatribe about my dermatological, urinary, social, and self-image issues, it would be hypocritical for me to pick on my grandmother for being egocentric. But I will. From everything I know and have ever heard, she believed that humanity was created merely to be the audience for her one-woman extravaganza, i.e., her life and work.

Admittedly, it had been quite a life. Not that I knew all the details, because my grandmother was not a favored subject chez Goldberg. Except that’s not actually true. Even when Matty and I were kids, we sensed that when such strenuous effort was made to avoid the subject of Gloria Goldberg Garrison, she was definitely attention-worthy. So, like good little archaeologists, we dug. Occasionally, we were rewarded with a shard that helped us reconstruct the Life and Times of a Rogue Grandma.

Like when Matty unearthed a cloth-covered box in the bottom drawer of the filing cabinet in the basement while he was searching for a Wu-Tang Clan tape our mother had confiscated. I opened the box and, besides pictures of my parents’ engagement party and my dad’s tenth college reunion, I found photos of my dad’s family from when he was a boy.

These were a major discovery, the Goldberg equivalent of the Dead Sea Scrolls. Examining the evidence closely made ancient life become more and more clear. The physical evidence proved to me that my grandmother loved her other son more than my dad. By a lot. In all the photos, she was standing beside Uncle Travis. Grandpa Joe got stuck on the other side beside my father, Bradley. Grandpa Joe, too, seemed to favor Travis. Even when my grandfather was positioned next to my dad, his smile—at least three-quarters of the time—was beaming away from Bradley, right at Travis.

God, it was bitter cold in that damn bathroom! My fingers ached, to say nothing of my urethra, which had frozen in the off position. I tried to make an analogy between a woman who would permit such a cold bathroom and one who could withdraw all the warmth from one of her kids, but my mind was as unresponsive as my urinary tract. Maybe it was jet lag. Maybe my neurons were slowing down, like atoms do when temperatures approach absolute zero. I couldn’t sit there forever; it would be embarrassing to emerge frostbitten, nose, toes, and fingertips chalky white, too numb to realize I was leaving a trail of pee along beige corridors.

Returning to the shards of family history. The evidence gleaned from both life and photos was clear on one point: Gloria and Joe had been a gorgeous couple. Okay, Grandpa Joe wasn’t insanely Warnercolor handsome like a Rock Hudson or a James Dean. Still, he had been fantastic looking in that tough guy, broken-nose way of actors in 1940s noir films. Six feet tall—taller than either of his sons would ever get—with broad shoulders tapering into a muscular body. Maybe Michelangelo wouldn’t have signed him up to pose for David, but Joe Goldberg could have been the prototype for the Oscar statuette.

But my grandmother was in a different league: a classic beauty. She had actually been a model. She left Ohio in the late ’40s or early ’50s right after high school to be discovered, which always struck me as both brave and naïve. Once in Manhattan, unfortunately, all the modeling agencies gave her the same turndown: too short and five pounds too heavy, but not to bother losing the weight because her height disqualified her—she would never make the cover of Vogue. She lost ten pounds anyway, not only because she wouldn’t give up but also because she could afford only one meal a day. Eventually, she found a job as a showroom model for a midlevel designer.

As my mother would add, gleefully, every time she got to that part of the family saga: “A showroom model is the lowest rung on the fashion totem pole.” My mother detested my grandmother because of Gloria’s disdain for my father.” I told my brother, “If you had such a bitch for a mother . . . Oh, come on, Matty. Mom may not be June Cleaver, but she’s nowhere near in the same league as Gloria GGG.”

Mothers are usually easier on sons than daughters, but in the case of Matty and me, our mother was an equal opportunity mom: fond of us to the same degree, which she believed to be love. Well, it was as close an approximation as she could get. I’d decided early on that she wasn’t capable of big-time emotion, though she did get a little more animated by our dad having a good year, or by a bolt of vintage Fortuny fabric, than by us. Matty knew this too. It just bothered him a lot more that the supposedly prime person in his life was the only one on earth he couldn’t delight.

I was freezing. I sneezed three times in a row, which seemed to be the charm that got me going. Afterward, washing my hands, I noticed a collection of teeny compacts, the kind women in ’40s and ’50s movies took out with great ceremony to powder their noses. Clearly, I was a break with the past. My grandmother and mother were collectors of the precious. My mother must have had a thousand New York–themed snow globes (the Rockettes, Statue of Liberty, Saks Fifth Avenue, the NYPD with a badge and a police car) on the bookshelves in the den. And on her vanity, she’d stuck a bunch of creepy porcelain hands; you were supposed to stick rings on the upturned fingers so as not to get makeup on your diamonds. Oh, my mother also had another collection going in our guest bathroom, a giant basket of snail shells, the symbolism of which escaped me.

Talking about diamond rings . . . Other than having coffee or a drink with Match.com semiliterates who never called me back and getting the kind of guys on JDate whom your friends tell you to go out with because you need practice with your dating skill set, I hadn’t been with a guy in one year and two months. Sometimes I didn’t care. Rarely. Mostly I felt so despairing that I was afraid I’d marry a five-foot-two, three hundred-pound Tajikistani with a unibrow, desperate for citizenship. That was the only type that ever sidled up to me in bars. I wanted to be back in New York. None of us—Matty, Raquel, or I—had thought coming to Santa Fe was a good idea. Why should we? The old lady had shown approaching-zero interest in us during our growing-up years. She’d been contemptuous of my father and downright despicable to Raquel’s mother in the time after my uncle Travis died.

It wasn’t greed that had propelled us cross-country, because when we turned twenty-one, she’d sent each of us a registered letter saying, basically, Happy Birthday and Drop Dead because there’s not even two cents for any of you in my will.

What had gotten us on the plane was a parent: Raquel’s mom, Adriana; Matty’s and my dad. Both of them, we all knew, were yearning for the same resolution: We three would fly to Santa Fe. Together, we’d create just the right chemistry to soften Gloria’s heart. Together, we would bring about a change that would make her say, I was so wrong all these years, so harsh in my treatment of you. Please, I want to make it up by giving you all the love I never knew was in me until I remet these three beautiful young people.

How could we tell such decent human beings as my dad and Aunt Adriana that their hopes were futile? We had to take the hit and make the trip.

Who else but the coldest bitch west of the Mississippi would keep the bathroom for her guests so freezing as to make peeing a torment?

Getting back to the photo box, one of the family pictures, an old-fashioned Polaroid that had turned a yellowish green, showed Gloria, Joe, and the boys on their final family vacation, on the cliff overlooking the beach at the El Conquistador in Puerto Rico. Less than a year after that last vacation at the El Conquistador, the Goldberg family fell apart fast. Grandpa Joe was by no means superaffluent. But though he hadn’t made it into the one percent, he’d still given his family a privileged life. That meant a Tudor in Great Neck, a live-in maid, and a new Cadillac every other year. He had a solid business, trucking for companies in the Garment Center. That was in the days before so much of the manufacturing took off for China. But then the Mob moved in on him.

The way I heard it, Grandpa Joe got a visit from an agreeable, only slightly slimy, low-key associate of the Cassaro family. The man suggested, with great courtesy, he should become a partner in my grandfather’s trucking business. Grandpa Joe said he’d think about it, but he knew the world he worked in. Apparently, he went home to Great Neck that evening with a cloud of doom hovering above his head: He had to partner with Mr. Agreeable because (as he explained to his beloved wife Gloria) the alternative was unthinkable. Like grave bodily harm, though death was also an option.

For my grandmother, her husband’s surrender was not just the beginning of the end. It was the end.

When I questioned my dad about this, he said that even as a teenager he knew something huge had happened between them. Not like a terrible fight. Like the whole marriage had been permanently moved from the temperate zone to the Arctic. It froze and died there.

My dad said he didn’t witness much of what went on after the Night of the Freeze. His parents had long conversations and longer fights, but always behind the closed door of their bedroom. Looking back, my dad wondered if the fights had been sincere on my grandmother’s part or if she’d simply been buying time in order to plan her getaway.

Years later, he did hear that somehow, within days of the Cassaro ultimatum, Gloria came up with legal papers to prove she owned two of his eleven trucks. Her claim was that Grandpa Joe had signed the trucks over to her for tax purposes. His comeback was that she’d forged his signature and slept with the lawyer she’d pushed him to go to. Before my dad and Travis were old enough to get the bigger picture of what was going on, much less understand the claims and counterclaims, Gloria pulled them out of Great Neck North High School and took them (and the two trucks) to Santa Fe to start another life.
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